
Section II 

MOTOR VEHICLES 

Registrations 

N ew York, in 1901, was the first State to require 
registration of all motor vehicles. By 1915 all States 
had a registration law, but it was not until 1921 that 

annual registration was required by all States. In addition to 
providing regulatory control over the rapidly increasing 
number of motor vehicles, the States soon found that registra- 
tion taxes and license fees provided a major source of revenue 
for highway purposes. Until 1929, this source provided the 
major share of revenue derived from highway users. 

The year in which the first registration law was enacted in 
each State and the type of registration (whether permanent or 
recurrent) is given in table MV-230. 

The annual vehicle registration data varies among the States. 
Although many States continue to register specific vehicle 
types on a calendar year basis, all States use some form of the 
“staggered” system to register motor vehicles. The “staggered” 
system permits a distribution of the renewal workload 
throughout all months. Most States allow preregistration or 
permit “grace periods” to better distribute the annual regis- 
tration workload. 

In order to present vehicle registration data uniformly for all 
States, the information is shown as nearly as possible on a 
calendar-year basis. Insofar as possible, the registrations 
reported exclude transfers and reregistrations and any other 
factors that could otherwise result in duplication in the vehicle 
counts. 

A diversity of registration practices exists among the States. 
In general, motor vehicles are classified as automobiles, buses, 
and trucks. Motorcycles, motorscooters, and motor bicycles 
are not classified as motor vehicles: nor does the general term 
“motor vehicle” include trailers and semitrailers. 

Registration practices for commercial vehicles differ greatly 
among the States. Some States register a tractor-semitrailer 
combination as a single unit; others register the tractor and the 
semitrailer separately. Regardless of how they were registered, 
only the power units have been included in the truck count. 
Some States register buses with trucks or automobiles. These 
and other major differences have made it necessary to supple- 
ment the data submitted by the States with information 
obtained from special studies and other sources. Table MV- 
200 records registrations of automobiles, buses, and trucks by 
years since 1900. Table MV-201 shows registrations classi- 
fied by vehicle types, by States for each year since 1900. 
Prior to 1985, the automobile category included personal 
passenger vans, passenger minivans, and utility-type vehicles. 

Beginning with the 1985 data, these vehicles are included 
with trucks. 

The truck category includes light trucks to the extent they can 
be identified and separated from automobiles. Although the 
detail of motor-vehicle data has improved in recent years, it is 
not yet possible to obtain from all States separate data on 
single-unit trucks and combinations. Some States provide data 
for light trucks and truck tractors, but for many States, the 
FHWA estimates this information using other data sources, 
such as the Truck Inventory and Use Survey conducted by the 
Bureau of the Census. Table VM-201A, found in the Road- 
way Extent, Characteristics, and Performance Section, 
estimates, by vehicle type, the amount of national travel, the 
number of highway vehicles registered, and the total gallonage 
of fuel consumed on the highways. 

Motor vehicle revenues 

The tremendous growth of the motor-vehicle population after 
the turn of the century made itself felt in the mounting 
pressure to obtain better roads. The available revenues from 
property taxes and other sources were then inadequate to meet 
the highway demands. New revenues were needed, and the 
imposition of motor-vehicle taxes resulted. Table MV-202, 
found in the Highway Finance Section, records receipts from 
motor-vehicle registration fees and associated license and 
permit fees as well as special taxes and fees levied on carriers 
for hire since 192 1. A detailed classification of receipts is not 
available for years prior to 1934, but classes of taxes and fees 
have been segregated beginning with that year. 

The diversity of taxes and fees collected has made it necessary 
to group them into broad general classes, the most important 
being registration fees. The amounts shown are those collected 
solely as highway-user revenues and do not include any 
amounts, such as personal property levies, that are derived 
from taxes other than those related to motor-vehicle ownership 
and operation. (Although portions of these revenues are later 
used in some States for nonhighway purposes, it is the source 
rather than the expenditure of the revenues that has deter- 
mined their inclusion here.) Motor-vehicle registration fee 
schedules (table MV-103) and administrative provisions 
governing the disposition of State motor-vehicle and motor- 
carrier receipts (table MV-106) appear in a separate FHWA 
publication entitled Highway Taxes and Fees, How They Are 
Collected and Distributed. 

Use of Data 

All State reported data are analyzed by FHWA for complete- 
ness, reasonableness, consistency, and compliance with data 
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reporting instructions contained in A Guide to Reporting 
Highway Stcatistics. State reported data is adjusted if neces- 
sary to eliminate mistakes and to improve data uniformity 
among the States. The analysis and adjustment process is 
accomplished in cooperation with the States supplying the 
data. 

The FHWA data include all vehicles which have been regis- 
tered at any time throughout the calendar year. As such, data 
include vehicles which were retired during the year and 
vehicles that were registered in more than one State. In some 
States, it is also possible that contrary to the FHWA reporting 
instructions, vehicles which have been registered twice in the 
same State may be reported as two vehicles. 
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STATE MOTOR VEHICLE REGISTRATIONS, BY YEARS, 1900 - 1995 l/ 

TANEMWXU It.2 
2 8 APF?lLlW7 s+EETlG+ 

AUTOMOWES 21 BUSES TRUCKS a ALL MOTOR MHlCLEs 

FQNATE FUBUCLY FRNATE FUBLICLY PRNATE FWMCLY PRNATE PUBLICLY 

YEAR AND OWNED TOTAL AND OWNED TOTAL AND OWNED TOTAL AND OWNED TOTAL YEAR 

COMMERCIAL 31 C-L 31 CCMMERCNL 31 COMMERCIAL 31 

31 31 31 

lpoo &au - 8DM 19ll3 

l-xl1 14.800 - 14.800 1901 

lW2 23,ooO - 23,an 1902 

1903 32920 - 32’EQ 1903 

1904 545w - 700 55.290 1904 
1905 77m - 1.600 78ml 1905 

19% 105.9m - 2200 108.100 1906 

1507 140,3[30 - 2Rx) 143,200 1907 

1pDB 194,400 - 4,aJl 198,403 1poB 

lpop 305,950 - 6.050 312DX 1909 

1910 453.377 - 10,123 453.5m 1910 

1911 616.727 - 20.773 639,500 1911 

1912 Kwl96 - 4244 944.0x 1912 
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1936 24.108.236 74.426 24,182652 - 62,616 4m1.464 260.147 4.261.611 28.172318 334,573 28.506.891 1936 

1937 25.390.773 76.456 25A67ZV 65.166 16,9&J 83,130 4.249.219 259,314 4.508.533 29.705.158 352734 3Q.oyJ.892 1937 

1932 25.167.030 83.447 25.250.477 65.198 22,466 87.664 4.210477 265,100 4.475.577 29A42.705 371.013 29.813,718 1938 

1939 26.139.526 E5x45 26226,371 68.859 23.426 92,285 4.406.702 2&4,569 4.691.271 30.615.087 394.840 31.m9.927 1939 
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1943 25.912730 96,343 26,0??.073 l&V02 45622 152,324 4.480.176 246,561 4.726.737 30.499.603 360.526 I 30.888.1341 1943 

1944 I 25.4663311 103.1331 25.566.466 I 106,518 I 46,074 I 152s92 4.513.34) I 246,910 I 4.76O.m I 30.086.189 I 393,117 I 30.479.306 I 1944 

1945 25.694.426 102059 25.796965 112253 49,872 16212.5 4.831.250 245,060 5.076.310 30.638Aiv 396.991 31,035,4al 1945 

1946 2&103..sBl 113,148 28,217,028 119,937 53.648 173,585 5J22.m 260.359 5.982389 33.945.817 427.185 34,373,aQ 1946 

1947 30222.856 126.498 3m49.353 128x3 58.474 187,457 6.508.625 296063 6.&X5t38 37.3du63 481.035 37‘841.498 1947 
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